The following is the text of a speech delivered in March 1992 in Vancouver, Canada, at the 26th Annual TESOL Convention. It was part of a colloquium entitled "We Are Your Colleagues: Lesbians and Gays in ESL." Lisa Carscadden, Jim Ward, and I presented the colloquium, the first official TESOL event to specifically address lesbian and gay issues, to an audience of more than 300 people. The oral character of the presentation has been preserved. * We Are Your Colleagues-that part of the title is easy to say, it's the next part-Lesbians and Gays in ESL-that hasn't always rolled easily off my tongue during the past 6 months as I've told people about this presentation. But telling people the title has given me many opportunities to talk with my colleagues, who, like me, teach ESL at colleges or universities in the U.S., about things that had never before been broached. I have found that most colleagues want to be supportive.
* We Are Your Colleagues-that part of the title is easy to say, it's the next part-Lesbians and Gays in ESL-that hasn't always rolled easily off my tongue during the past 6 months as I've told people about this presentation. But telling people the title has given me many opportunities to talk with my colleagues, who, like me, teach ESL at colleges or universities in the U.S., about things that had never before been broached. I have found that most colleagues want to be supportive.
However, I have also found seven attitudes that seem to me to be both prevalent and problematic. It is important to examine these attitudes and others like them if we hope to better support the many lesbians and gays in our profession. As you listen, I'd like to ask you to consider the following questions.
Have you encountered any of the following attitudes among your colleagues in the country, the city, the school where you work? Based on your experiences, what do you think of these attitudes? ATTITUDE I I don't get it. How are gay teachers any different from heterosexual teachers? I mean, we're all teachers. What's the big deal?
We certainly are not a different species. Like straight teachers, gay teachers attend conferences, teach which verbs take infinitives and which gerunds, and are concerned about the future of our planet. What is the big deal?
All of us grew up and still live in societies that uphold heterosexism, the belief that being heterosexual is more "normal" than being gay, lesbian, or bisexual. This belief is reflected in every facet of society. As a result, lesbian and gay people continually experience discrimination. Sometimes this discrimination is blatant, and sometimes it is very subtle, but it exists nonetheless.
According to one lawyer who specializes in gay and lesbian rights for the American Civil Liberties Union, it is perfectly fine for employers to fire someone for being gay .... Our children are still taken away from us. Gay men and lesbians don't have any property rights with their partners, don't have rights to visit each other in a hospital, don't really have family protections whatsoever. And hate crimes are on the rise. More and more of us are getting beaten up on the streets and startlingly little is being done about it" (Quade, 1991 (Quade, -1992 
. 30).
Gay people who happen to teach ESL are not able to walk away from this reality when we enter the office or the classroom. It's not like checking a coat at the door. When we cross that threshold, we shed neither our own life experiences nor our collective history. When we cross that threshold, neither are we handed our civil rights.
We don't leave behind our cultural identities either. I identify as a member of an international community of gay and lesbian people, and I participate locally in creating and preserving cultural expressions of this community through theatre, fiction, humor, analysis, political organizing, and, of course, the ever-present potlucks.
Because of heterosexism, those of us who are involved in gay culture often feel we must hide any expression of that culture. When gay teachers walk into the office or the classroom, most of us feel compelled to hide many of our life experiences.
A'1'ITI JDE 2
Whether or not a teacher is gay simply doesn't-or shouldn't-come up in a classroom. It has nothing to do with teaching English.
Are you married? is probably the most popular question I'm asked by students, other than perhaps, What does this word mean? In fact, I have never had a class where I haven't been asked whether I'm married, which usually leads to, Do you have a boyfriend? which often leads to, Do you want a boyfriend? which sometimes leads to, Do you want to get married? Each quarter, with each new batch of students, I field a list of questions like these. I'm beginning to think they suspect I'm gay and are hunting for some validation of that fact. But then I think no, they will just peg me as one of those "career women" who is simply too devoted to her job to complicate it with family demands. Meanwhile, I cope not only with family demands and with teaching but with keeping one a secret from the other.
Many straight and gay teachers alike probably skirt the question, Are you married? and avoid direct answers to, What did you do last weekend? choosing to reveal little about themselves. But how many married heterosexual teachers do you know who have never revealed their marital status, and so, their heterosexuality, to their students? How many have never mentioned to students their husband or wife? Heterosexuals feel free to "come out" as straight every day of the week. Their sexual orientation certainly seems to come up.
For gay and lesbian teachers, classroom conversations sometimes have a surreal quality. In an advanced-level adult education class my students brought up the topic of AIDS. One thing led to another and soon they were discussing whether or not you could tell if women were lesbiansjust by looking at them. One student said she could tell because they looked like men, citing a famous lesbian from her country, Martina Navritolova. Another said no, they looked like half-men. A third student spoke up to say that she had lesbian friends who were a couple, and they were both quite feminine-looking. "You would never be able to tell just by looking," she said.
I was sitting there listening, moving my head around from student to student, suddenly wondering exactly what I had chosen to wear that particular day, but hesitant to look down and see. I wanted to say, "Well, could you tell about me?" but I bit my lip and told myself I'll laugh and cry later. Two more students spoke up, saying that they also had lesbian friends, and one of them went on for quite awhile about how her lesbian friend was "perfect."
I was quite moved since I'd never before heard a student mention knowing a lesbian at all, and I'd never before heard so many gaypositive sentences in one ESL classroom. Were they trying to tell me something? I felt unusually safe, and at the same time I wondered whether their acceptance would shrivel if they knew there was actually a lesbian among them. I often regret that I cannot openly speak with knowledge and authority on a subject that is more than a subject-it is my life.
I feel this about specifically gay issues and also when many other types of discrimination come up, which they do all the time in our field. I have facilitated and observed countless class discussions about cultural assimilation, about being a minority, about biculturalism, about prejudice, about passing-these are issues my workplace students, my university preparation students, and my adult education students bring up again and again.
But 
ATllTIlTUDE 3
Our students are from countries where there aren't many gay people. I honestly don't think they could handle talking about gays. It would be too controversial.
Many of our students are from countries where there are few, if any, gay rights. In fact, in some countries people are imprisoned and even killed just because they are thought to be gay. Gay people, however, exist everywhere and my guess is that we always have. The International Lesbian and Gay Association, founded in 1978, includes 200 different groups in more than 40 countries . All of our students know that gay people exist.
Quarter after quarter, my students themselves have brought up gay issues. One student chose a gay theme for each essay she wrote all quarter, including a research paper titled "The Gay Rights Movement in Japan." Students have written in their journals about gay friends they had in high school, their gay host brother, and gay spirituality. They have asked me all kinds of questions about gay people. One beginning-level student brought in a picture of the Los Angeles gay pride march from the newspaper. Students are curious.
One thing I have noticed is that the more comfortable I have become in talking about gay issues in the classroom, the more students seem comfortable. They will discuss gay issues if it feels safe enough to do so.
ATITIUJDE 4
There are lots of gay men in ESL. One of them brought his friend to an office party once. There was no problem. Why are you making an issue out of nothing?
It's true: There are a lot of gay men in ESL. It's also true that when I say the word gay to most colleagues or students, I doubt too many of them first picture a woman. Sexism is alive and well.
It's not that we lesbians aren't out there teaching ESL in every corner of the world, but, like most other self-supporting working women, we tend to have concerns about job security. Being out in a relatively competitive field is a tough choice to make. Dealing with sexism in the workplace, or the classroom, isn't easy either.
One result of both sexism and heterosexism is that it's not always easy for lesbians to find each other. During my second quarter of graduate school, I went to the office of one of my professors and said, "As a lesbian teacher I am feeling extremely isolated. I need resources, role models, support. I need to talk to someone who is going through this. Please put me in touch with other lesbians in ESL." My professor said that I was only the second person in 6 years to be out in our program. I started to cry. She said she knew one woman and would ask her if she'd call me. The woman did call me. It turned out she was the only lesbian in ESL I already knew.
I'm sure I am not the only lesbian student or the only lesbian teacher in ESL to have experienced invisibility and isolation. In discussing these issues, we are not "making an issue out of nothing." We are attempting to articulate our experiences and our needs so that we might make our profession, our workplaces, and our classrooms better places for the gay and lesbian people who are already in them.
AT1TIU-DE 5
I don't care whether or not someone is gay. I never say anything against gays. In fact, I never say anything at all about gays.
Our field is full of wonderful, warm, smart people who genuinely enjoy getting to know all kinds of people-that's one reason we're in ESL or EFL to begin with. The values, politics, and cultural respect reflected by professionals in ESL are surely a far cry from those of blatant bigots. I haven't heard of a teacher not being hired because of being gay; I haven't encountered overt hatred; nobody has reprimanded me yet because I teach the word heterosexism when the words THE FORUM racism and sexism come up. I'm out to my colleagues and my administrators, and I haven't lost my job.
However, rarely have I heard a straight colleague bring up a gayrelated issue. I have never heard a straight colleague initiate criticism of the near-complete absence of anything gay in our materials and our curricula. I have never heard a straight colleague express concern that our gay students are getting the same opportunities for self-expression as our straight students.
I have talked privately with individual gay colleagues about these things many times. However, not until TESOL '92 did I have the opportunity to discuss issues of particular concern to gays and lesbians in my field at a professional gathering. This silence, this void, is a problem. If you don't care whether someone is gay or straight, recognize that many people do. Those of us who are gay don't have the luxury of ignoring hatred and violence when it is directed against us.
ATFITUDE 6
Gay students? I've never had a student come out to me. Besides, is it really our job to help them with their social lives?
We need to assume that we have gay students in each of our classes. We don't need to know which of our students is or might be gay. Our gay students, as members of more than one minority group, are facing the daily confines of heterosexism in addition to linguistic and cultural barriers. As teachers, we need to evaluate the content in our courses and the methodology we use in terms of their effectiveness with our gay students. We must ask ourselves questions like these:
1. How safe do gay and lesbian students feel in our classes? 2. In our classroom activities and homework assignments, are our students able to choose the level of disclosure that they (not we) feel comfortable with?
3. Do we make it clear to our students which information might be shared with others and which won't?
4. Do our lesbian and gay students have opportunities to express themselves authentically, spontaneously, confidentially?
These are challenging questions, but as professionals we need to face them. It is our responsibility to give all of our students a good education.
ATlTITUDE 7
Only gay people can address gay issues. I'm no expert. I wouldn't know where to begin.
If you're white, does that mean you never bring up issues that affect people of color? If you're a man, does that mean you never address issues that affect women? If you're North American, does that mean you never bring up issues that affect people worldwide? Do you have to be an expert to initiate a discussion, select a video, invite a guest speaker, or find an article in the newspaper?
Those of you who are straight, who enjoy heterosexual privilege, have a kind of authority because you are considered respectable. What you say about gay people can carry a lot of weight, can have a lot of influence. We need allies. Being heterosexual is not the same as being heterosexist.
Those of us who are lesbian, gay, or bisexual are often in very vulnerable positions. For us to raise gay issues, to come out to our colleagues or our students, or even to be out as allies of gay people can be very scary. We don't know what will happen because it seems it hasn't been done. Or if it has been done, we don't know about it because nobody is talking about it, or writing about it, or getting it published. We need to talk about it, about all of it, with each other and with straight people.
I'd like to close with a classroom story from the adult education class I mentioned earlier, the one that discussed whether they could tell a woman was a lesbian. The next day in class, I gave a short speech. This is what I said: I was pleased to have heard so many positive comments about gay people on Tuesday. I was also somewhat uncomfortable, not with anything any of you said, but because I wasn't sure whether or not I should say anything during the discussion. You see, I am a lesbian.
I have been afraid to tell you this because many people fear and even hate gay people, but I decided to tell you anyway because I felt uncomfortable not telling you, especially after that discussion. I felt that if I didn't tell you I would be lying to you, and you all have shared so much about your lives, I just want to be able to be open too.
The other reason I decided to tell you is that many people think gay people work somewhere else, live somewhere else, are just separate from them. Well, I wanted you to know we're around. So, if you have any questions about me, or about gay people in the U.S., or about gay people in general, please ask me.
Several hands shot up. Someone wanted to know when I had first discovered I was gay; someone else asked me what my relationships with my parents were like when I was a child; someone else wanted to know how my parents feel about me now; someone wanted to know if it was hard to be gay in the U.S.; someone else asked whether I had ever wanted to be a man; one woman asked me how it could be true both that I seemed very happy and that I face discrimination. I answered all of these questions more honestly than I had ever imagined I could standing in front of a blackboard.
A few students sat quietly, looking like they were absorbing something big and very new. One woman said that back in Indonesia she had lived with eight lesbians. I thought I had heard wrong, but she held eight fingers up, smiling, and told us about getting to know her eight lesbian housemates. She said she knew I was gay on the first day, when she had asked me whether I was married and I had said, "No, never have been." Several students said proudly that they too had suspected I was gay. A full hour went by, full of stories, full of questions, full of warmth. That hour was one of the best hours of my teaching career.
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